Bezà Mahafaly has been the site of a partnership for conservation since 1975, long before the idea of community -based conservation became widely accepted in Madagascar or elsewhere in the world. Today, the Bezà Mahafaly Special Reserve protects 4,600 ha of riverine, transitional and spiny forest with a rich endemic fauna. This paper provides a summary of the thirty -seven year history of the initiative, focusing on three issues: our evolving interpretation of the term 'community', the integral role of politics and economics in developing the partnership, and the linkage between local, regional and national influences that were experienced in some contexts as constraints and in others as opportunities. We draw five conclusions that we hope will be of interest to those engaged in similar activities in Madagascar and elsewhere: (i) the importance of relationships and trust, and the length of time it takes to build both; (ii) the inherent fragility of community -based collaborations, which depend heavily on particular individuals and the pressures on people's lives; (iii) the importance of sustained financial inputs and challenge of diversifying these inputs; (iv) the need for mechanisms to distribute costs and benefits that are accepted as fair, and for methods to track that distribution;
sions that we hope will be of interest to those engaged in similar activities in Madagascar and elsewhere: (i) the importance of relationships and trust, and the length of time it takes to build both; (ii) the inherent fragility of community -based collaborations, which depend heavily on particular individuals and the pressures on people's lives; (iii) the importance of sustained financial inputs and challenge of diversifying these inputs; (iv) the need for mechanisms to distribute costs and benefits that are accepted as fair, and for methods to track that distribution; and (v) the central roles of improvisation and opportunism in the face of high levels of uncertainty, and the unanticipated key role played by a village-based environmental monitoring team.
RÉSUMÉ
Bezà Mahafaly a été le site sur lequel un partenariat pour la conservation de la nature a oeuvré depuis 1975, à savoir bien avant que n'émerge l'idée de la conservation basée sur la parti- The importance of involving communities in the management of natural resources and conservation of biodiversity gained serious attention in much of the world, including Madagascar, only about 20 years ago (Western and Wright 1994) .
State -imposed programs had proven ineffective in earlier decades, despite substantial investments and support for high recurrent costs; weak central government made the failure bigger, but it turned out that even strong central governments had limited capacity to coerce their citizens into compliance with unpopular programs: top -down conservation did not work (Wells and Brandon 1992 , Agrawal and Gibson 1999 , Durbin et al. 2003 , Randriamalala and Liu 2010 , Pollini 2011 . Political and moral arguments were also brought to bear: people living on the land should certainly have a voice and, perhaps, ultimate control in its disposition (Peters 1998) . Reflections on the nature of symbolic relationships between people and nature wove their way into the case for community -based conservation, too (Western and Wright 1994 , see also review by West et al. 2006 ).
The shift from 'top-down' to 'bottom -up' approaches cannot ignore the inevitable and necessary linkages between community -based conservation and national policy and legislation (Gezon 1997 , Horning 2008 . Despite significant effort and some progress, making those linkages work well remains Several authors have also pointed out that a 'one size fits all' approach to community -based conservation is untenable.
Although patches of forest and certain animal species are protected by fady (taboos) in some rural communities (e.g., Lingard et al. 2003 ), communities have their own distinctive histories and internal dynamics, with divergent consequences for their capacity to manage natural resources and achieve conservation goals (e.g., Horning 2003 , Ormsby and Kaplin 2005 , Gezon 2006 , Toillier et al. 2011 . We note too that most community -based conservation initiatives are in fact collaborations, as at Bezà Decisions about partnership goals were always approved by the Commune, the formal administrative unit recognized by the government; over time, however, decisions came to be reached through informal discussion and negotiation with a wide array of people -the 'community'. We use the word loosely and interchangeably with fokonolo (in Mahafaly dialect). Struggling to understand with whom and how we should be collaborating, our experiences taught us the diverse meanings of these words and exposed tensions between the formal processes of the Commune and the informal processes of the fokonolo. As our grasp of these complexities increased, it certainly shaped and changed the way we worked. We attempt to capture this dynamic here. (ii) Phases in the development of the partnership:
We identify four phases in the partnership's history; during the first, a bargain was struck, grounded in expectations of reciprocity; during the second, the universities attempted to establish reciprocity in practice as well as principle, with mixed results; out of these efforts grew real collaboration in the third phase;
and from collaboration came a partnership for conservation in the fourth. Political and economic considerations were more important to the Commune than conservation at the outset, and they weighed heavily in developing the partnership. Based 
A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE PARTNERSHIP
The names of some institutions have changed since 1975 (Table   1 ). We use current names here. Table 2 In 1975, all but one of the fokontany gave their support to the proposed collaboration. A bargain was struck between the two founding partners, who actually had quite different interests: "we agree to help you protect the forest, but our primary interest is economic development" (the Commune), and "we agree to help you improve your economic circumstances, but our primary interest is conservation" (the universities). The two sides of the bargain were not directly connected, since anticipated economic improvements were not selected to reduce pressures on the forest (Richard and Dewar 2001 , see also Pollini With USAID funding, the universities were now able to address the Commune leaders' two most urgent priorities: improvements to the road to the weekly market in Betioky, and irrigated water for rice cultivation. The first effort met with modest success.The second did not (Sussman et al. 1994 ). Good earlier years: They involved local associations instead of politi- (Richard and Dewar 2001) . For the universities, the question 'who is our partner?' was more about local leadership than inclusiveness, and more about practical outcomes than community. It was a matter of identifying and then working with individuals who were best able to resolve disputes, take decisions, and make things happen. The universities initially looked to Commune leaders to play this role, particularly the Mayor, and subsequently to the founders and members of local associations created for specific purposes. 'Community' was a convenient if misleading way of referring to these individuals.
A broader, more flexible approach has emerged since then, embracing the formal and customary political leadership, local associations, interested individuals, people who have become friends, and -as in all protected areas -two new entities, the COSAP (a committee for the monitoring of the management of the Reserve) and KASTI (a village conservation committee). The benefit is that this has made the partnership more inclusive and effective, but it comes at a cost: maintaining an extensive web of relationships and the structures embedded within them is time -consuming, and makes decision -making a highly iterative process. The arrangement is also fragile, for it depends heavily on the goodwill and leadership of particular individuals over long periods of time, and on sustained external financial support.
Over the years, our reservations about using the word 'community' have grown (cf. West et al. 2006 ), though we have yet to find an alternative. The Ankazombalala community has developed informal ways of establishing agreement and negotiating compromise more effectively than in the past, and has accorded the universities and MNP a role in those processes.
Still, unresolved disagreements and conflicts of interest remain common between households, clans, and fokontany. It is easy to get caught in the middle of arguments, and difficult to reach decisions with confidence that they are widely supported. For anyone who has worked with a small community in any context in any part of the world, none of this is news.
The abstraction of real world, complex communities into idealized entities is a frequent feature of community-based conservation collaborations, and a common source of ensuing disappointment and frustration for those involved. It also makes the effectiveness of community engagement difficult to evaluate: Individuals or groups can usually be found who object to actions taken on their behalf, and Bezà Mahafaly is no exception.
Many issues raised in this section also caused puzzlement and disagreement among members of the Ankazombalala community. The fokonolo is not a fixed entity for them either (cf. Pollini and Lassoie 2011). The four -year argument about who had the right, through COGES, to participate in and benefit from decisions about funds held in escrow by MNP is an example of that uncertainty. Moreover, from the standpoint of the fokonolo, who were and are we, 'the universities', with the eventual addition of MNP? We have no data to trace a history of their answers to this question and would struggle to answer it cogently ourselves. Community members have come to use the name Antanambazaha (village of outsiders) for the field station, suggesting that they have found a place for us in their social landscape. It is an ambiguous name, to be sure, and the likely reality is that we are as complicated a fokonolo in their eyes as they are in ours.
PHASES IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE PARTNERSHIP.
The history of the Bezà Mahafaly partnership can be roughly divided into four phases: striking a bargain (1975) (1976) (1977) (1978) (1979) (1980) (1981) (1982) (1983) (1984) (1985) , reaching for reciprocity (1985) (1986) (1987) (1988) (1989) (1990) (1991) (1992) (1993) , working at collaboration (1993) (1994) (1995) (1996) (1997) (1998) (1999) (2000) (2001) (2002) (2003) , and establishing a partnership for conservation (2003 to the present). This framework began to take shape in our thinking about a decade ago (Richard and Dewar 2001 ).
Although our long-term goals were clear (to us, anyway) from the outset, in practice we constantly improvised in our attempts to achieve them. The four phases are not mutually exclusive, but reflect chronological shifts of emphasis made possible by events on the ground and in national and international arenas.
Political engagement was central to the initiative's founding and, for most community members, came before they had any direct involvement. It yielded economic objectives that had little to do with biodiversity. We do not view this as evidence of failure, but rather as a necessary and integral part of the process. More complex transactions and the development of shared conservation goals were built upon the rudimentary, bumpy political and economic activities of the first years.
Partnership relationships are very different today from those 37 years ago. We have become neighbors of sorts, within the community's social landscape. Community members stop by to gossip and we return their visits; deaths bring everyone together; we help one another out in simple ways. Increasingly, these informal exchanges touch upon the forest and its protection. We have also become close collaborators on development initiatives. These interactions do not bear directly on our partnership for conservation, but they sustain and reinforce it. Mahafaly history has to offer.
